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X u e s o n g (Andy) G a o 
E n g l i s h C e n t r e , T h e U n i v e r s i t y o f H o n g K o n g , P o k f u i o m , H o n g K o n g 
E n g l i s h D e p o r t m e n t , H o n g K o n g i n s t i t u t e o f E d u c a t i o n , T a i p o , 
H o n g K o n g 
The two-year longitudinal case study reported in this paper documents a Putonghua-
speaking mainland Chinese undergraduate student's language learning experiences 
and strategy use in an English-medium university in Hong Kong. Using a socio-
cultural approach, this paper focuses on three biographical episodes, which recount 
how the student attempted to create alternative ways of learning and seek new 
learning opportunities within the learning context how she came to realise the 
limitations of her efforts and withdrew from her early active pursuits, and how she 
followed other mainland Chinese students in memorising words and attached her 
own meanings to her memorisation efforts. The paper highlights the social, cultural 
and political aspects of her strategy use and argues that learners' biographical 
experiences are an important avenue for us to understand learners' strategy use as a 
complicated phenomenon revealing the interplay between learners' agency and 
context. 
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K e y w o r d s : c o m m u n i t y o f p r a c t i c e , l e a r n i n g exper iences , l e a r n i n g strategy, 
s o c i o c u l t u r a l theory , l o n g i t u d i n a l research 
Introduction 
L a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g s t ra tegy ( L L S ) research has r e c e i v e d a n e n o r m o u s a m o u n t 
of a t t e n t i o n i n the last three d e c a d e s s ince L L S research i s e x p e c t e d to i n f o r m o u r 
p e d a g o g i c efforts to e n h a n c e l e a r n e r s ' l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g c a p a c i t y (e.g. C h a m o t , 
2001, 2004; E l l i s , 1994, 2004; G r i f f i t h s , 2004; M c D o n o u g h , 1999; O x f o r d , 1989, 
2003; Z h a n g , 2003). I n recent years , the f i e l d h a s b e e n c h a l l e n g e d b y its 
o v e r d e p e n d e n c e o n the s u r v e y m e t h o d , w h i c h often l eads to d e c o n t e x t u a l i s e d , 
a h i s t o r i c a l , c o r r e l a t i o n a l p i c t u r e s of l e a r n e r s ' s t rategy u s e i n r e l a t i o n to o ther 
i n d i v i d u a l d i f f e r e n c e factors i n c l u d i n g m o t i v a t i o n , be l i e f s a n d s o o n (e.g. 
D o n a t o & M c C o r m i c k , 1994; E l l i s , 1994, 2004; G a o , 2004; L o C a s t r o , 1994; 
M c D o n o u g h , 1999; T s e n g et a t . , 2006). A m o r e q u a l i t a t i v e a n d context -sens i t ive 
research a p p r o a c h has b e e n r e c o m m e n d e d to generate a c o n t e x t u a l i s e d u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g a b o u t l e a r n e r s ' s trategic l e a r n i n g efforts i n s p e c i f i c contexts (e.g. G a n 
et al, 2004; G a o , 2004; G u , 2003; H e , 2002; P a l f r e y m a n , 2003; P a r k s & R a y m o n d , 
2004). S u c h a m e t h o d o l o g i c a l sh i f t is p a r t i c u l a r l y w e l c o m e d i n l i g h t o f the 
c u r r e n t ' s o c i a l ' t u r n i n l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g research (e.g. A t k i n s o n , 2002; B l o c k , 
2003; Sea ley & C a r t e r , 2004; W a t s o n - G e g e o , 2004; Z u e n g l e r & M i l l e r , 2006). 
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194 I n n o v a t i o n i n L a n g u a g e L e a r n i n g a n d T e a c h i n g 
T h e p a p e r reports o n the l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g exper iences of one m a i n l a n d 
C h i n e s e u n d e r g r a d u a t e s t u d e n t i n a n E n g l i s h - m e d i u m u n i v e r s i t y i n H o n g 
K o n g , w i t h a n a t t e m p t to i n t e r p r e t h e r strategic l e a r n i n g efforts f r o m a 
s o c i o c u l t u r a l perspec t ive ( D o n a t o & M c C o r m i c k , 1994; G a o , 2006; T h o m e , 
2005). In c o m p a r i s o n w i t h L L S research u s i n g o ther theoret ica l a p p r o a c h e s , the 
s t r e n g t h of s o c i o c u l t u r a l L L S e n q u i r i e s l ies i n u s i n g a h o l i s t i c a p p r o a c h to 
e x p l o r e w h y l a n g u a g e learners a d o p t a n d d i s p l a y p a r t i c u l a r pa t te rns of 
strategic efforts or b e h a v i o u r i n p a r t i c u l a r set t ings a n d b r o a d e r l e a r n i n g 
contexts ( N o r t o n & Toohey , 2001; P a l f r e y m a n , 2003; P a r k s & R a y m o n d , 2004; 
T o o h e y & N o r t o n , 2003). I n the f o l l o w i n g sect ions , I w i l l f i rs t s i tuate m y e n q u i r y 
i n the context of s h i f t i n g l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g a n d L L S research p a r a d i g m s . 
F o l l o w i n g th is , I w i l l d e p i c t the context of the case s t u d y p a r t i c i p a n t ' s l a n g u a g e 
l e a r n i n g i n H o n g K o n g a n d d e s c r i b e h o w I c a r r i e d o u t a l o n g i t u d i n a l e t h n o -
g r a p h i c e n q u i r y , f r o m w h i c h the case s t u d y p a r t i c i p a n t ' s e x p e r i e n t i a l d a t a w e r e 
taken. T h e n I w i l l take o u t three e p i s o d e s f r o m h e r e x p e r i e n t i a l a c c o u n t s to 
i l lus t ra te h o w the l e a r n i n g context fac i l i ta ted a n d c o n s t r a i n e d h e r strategic 
l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g efforts or b e h a v i o u r , w h i c h c a n be b r o a d l y c l a s s i f i e d as ' s o c i a l 
s t ra tegy ' a n d ' m e m o r i s a t i o n s t ra tegy ' a c c o r d i n g to O x f o r d ' s (1990) t a x o n o m y . 
T h e p a p e r w i l ! e n d w i t h s o m e re f lec t ions o n the s t u d y ' s i m p l i c a t i o n s for 
s tudents p u r s u i n g t e r t i a r y e d u c a t i o n i n the m e d i u m of E n g l i s h a w a y f r o m the i r 
h o m e contexts l i k e h u n d r e d s o f m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s tudents a b r o a d . 
Sociocultural Theory and LLS Research 
I n recent years , l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g / t e a c h i n g researchers have p u t i n c r e a s i n g 
e m p h a s e s o n the s o c i o c u l t u r a l contexts of l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g i n research (e.g. 
A t k i n s o n , 2002; B l o c k , 2003; E l l i s , 1994; Sealey & Car ter , 2004; W a t s o n - G e g e o , 
2004; Z u e n g l e r & M i l l e r , 2006). ' C o n t e x t ' o r ' r ea l w o r l d s i t u a t i o n s ' are 
c o n s i d e r e d ' f u n d a m e n t a l , n o t a n c i l l a r y , to l e a r n i n g ' , w h i l e i n c o g n i t i v e theories 
they are o f t e n treated as a v a r i a b l e m o d i f y i n g the i n t e r n a l a c q u i s i t i o n process 
o c c u r r i n g i n i n d i v i d u a l m i n d s i n p r e v i o u s research ( Z u e n g l e r & M i l l e r , 2006: 
37; a n d also B l o c k , 2003; N o r t o n & Toohey , 2001; Sealey & Car ter , 2004; T h o m e , 
2005; W a t s o n - G e g e o , 2004). T a k i n g this s o c i o c u l t u r a l stance, researchers 
c o n c e p t u a l i s e l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g n o t o n l y as m e t a c o g n i t i v e a n d c o g n i t i v e 
act ivi t ies i n i n d i v i d u a l b r a i n s b u t a l so as s o c i a l acts that are m e a n i n g f u l l y 
re la ted to l e a r n e r s ' i d e n t i t y f o r m a t i o n ( D o n a t o & M c C o r m i c k , 1994; N o r t o n & 
Toohey, 2001; O x f o r d , 2003; P a l f r e y m a n , 2003; T h o m e , 2005; W a t s o n - G e g e o , 
2004). T h e n o t i o n of c o m m u n i t y of p r a c t i c e (Lave & W e n g e r , 1991; a l so W e n g e r , 
1998) is u s e d to d e s c r i b e the l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g context i n w h i c h l a n g u a g e 
l e a r n e r s f i n d themse lves . L e a r n i n g i n the c o m m u n i t y of prac t i ce ' c o m b i n e s 
p e r s o n a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n w i t h the e v o l u t i o n of s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s ' t h r o u g h 
learners p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n those c o m m u n i t i e s (Wenger , 2000: 227); i t is a lso 
' b o t h a k i n d of a c t i o n a n d a f o r m o f b e l o n g i n g ' for learners {Wenger, 1998: 4; 
see a l so Lave & W e n g e r , 1991). 
A s s o c i o c u l t u r a l l e a r n i n g t h e o r y c o n c e p t u a l i s e s learners as s o c i a l agents i n 
act ive p u r s u i t o f l i n g u i s t i c c o m p e t e n c e a n d n o n l i n g u i s t i c o u t c o m e s , i.e. i d e n t i t y 
(e.g. N o r t o n & Toohey , 2001), l a n g u a g e learners ' s t rategy use is n o t o n l y seen as 
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a c o g n i t i v e c h o i c e m a d e b y i n d i v i d u a l s b u t a l so c o n s i d e r e d a n e m e r g e n t 
p h e n o m e n o n d i r e c t l y c o n n e c t e d to the prac t i ces of p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l g r o u p s o r 
c o m m u n i t i e s o f p r a c t i c e that learners b e l o n g to ( D o n a t o & M c C o r m i c k , 1994; 
G a o , 2006; G i l l e t t e , 1994; H e , 2002; Lave & W e n g e r , 1991; N o r t o n & Toohey, 2001; 
P a l f r e y m a n , 2003; T o o h e y & N o r t o n , 2003; W e n g e r , 1998). W h e r e a s the b u l k of 
l e a r n i n g s t ra tegy research is assoc ia ted w i t h l e a r n e r s ' m e t a c o g n i t i v e a n d 
c o g n i t i v e s trategy use , i n s o c i o c u l t u r a l s tudies , l e a r n e r s ' s trategic efforts n o t 
o n l y fac i l i ta te c o g n i t i v e a n d m e t a c o g n i t i v e l e a r n i n g processes ( C o h e n , 1998) b u t 
a l so subver t the i m p o s i n g l e a r n i n g context to ' o p e n u p access w i t h i n p o w e r 
s t r u c t u r e s a n d c u l t u r a l a l ternat ives for l e a r n e r s ' ( O x f o r d , 2003: 79). S u c h 
t h e o r i s a t i o n of l e a r n i n g s trategy needs to be treated w i t h c a u t i o n w h e n 
a p p r e c i a t i n g h o w m u c h i m p a c t a n i n d i v i d u a l l e a r n e r ' s h u m a n agency, their 
se l f - consc iousness , re f lex iv i ty , i n t e n t i o n a l ! t y , c o g n i t i o n , e m o t i o n a l i t y a n d so o n 
(e.g. G i d d e n s , 1984; Sea ley & C a r t e r , 2004) has o n the e x i s t i n g s t r u c t u r a l real i t ies 
i n a l e a r n i n g context , w h i c h are of ten e n d u r i n g , a n t e r i o r to h i s or h e r e n t r y to the 
context , a n d a u t o n o m o u s f r o m h i s o r her ac t ions or d i s c u r s i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n 
( L a y d e r , 1990, 1993; Sealey & C a r t e r , 2004). L a n g u a g e l e a r n e r s ' s trategic efforts , 
r e v e a l i n g w h a t they c a n c o n t r i b u t e to the i r o w n l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g ( C h a m o t , 
2001), are a lso p r o f o u n d l y c o n s t r a i n e d a n d / o r f a c i l i t a t e d b y c o n t e x t u a l rea l i t ies , 
i n c l u d i n g m a t e r i a l c o n d i t i o n s , s o c i o c u l t u r a l d i s c o u r s e s a n d s o c i a l n e t w o r k s as 
w e l l as s o c i a l a l i g n m e n t s a n d a r r a n g e m e n t s of the a f o r e m e n t i o n e d c o n t e x t u a l 
e lements a n d their u n d e r l y i n g s o c i a l re la t ions (e.g. H e , 2002; J o s e p h , 2006; 
L a y d e r , 1990; N o r t o n & Toohey, 2001; O x f o r d , 2003; P a l f r e y m a n , 2003, 2006; 
Sealey & Car ter , 2004; T o o h e y & N o r t o n , 2003). T h i s p e r s p e c t i v e o n l e a r n e r s ' 
s t ra tegy use d o e s n o t e n d o r s e a v o l u n t a r i s t v i e w that the existence of c o n t e x t u a l 
real i t ies h i n g e u p o n i n d i v i d u a l s ' in terpre ta t ive c o n s t r u c t i o n a n d the ro le of 
h u m a n a g e n c y p r e v a i l s u p o n the i m p a c t of c o n t e x t u a l real i t ies . It a l so rejects a 
s t r u c t u r a l i s t p o s i t i o n i n s o c i a l sciences that i n d i v i d u a l s ' b e h a v i o u r is d e t e r -
m i n e d b y c o n t e x t u a l real i t ies a n d h u m a n a g e n c y has l i t t le i m p a c t o n c o n t e x t u a l 
real i t ies (for a n o v e r v i e w , see Sealey & C a r t e r , 2004). I n o ther w o r d s , l a n g u a g e 
l e a r n e r s ' s trategy u s e is o f t e n a c o n s t r a i n e d c h o i c e , b u t nevertheless a choice 
m a d e b y l a n g u a g e learners . T h i s m e a n s that agency, as a n e n d o w e d h u m a n 
q u a l i t y , is a p r e r e q u i s i t e to m a k i n g choices i n s t ra tegy use for l a n g u a g e learners . 
T h i s a l so m e a n s that l a n g u a g e learners a d o p t p a r t i c u l a r l e a r n i n g strategies 
w i t h i n a l e a r n i n g space c o n s t r a i n e d / f a c i l i t a t e d b y c o n t e x t u a l rea l i t ies . F o r this 
r e a s o n , b e f o r e p r e s e n t i n g the case s t u d y i n f o r m a n t ' s e x p e r i e n t i a l accounts to 
i l l u s t r a t e the c o n t i n u o u s i n t e r p l a y b e t w e e n learner a g e n c y a n d c o n t e x t u a l 
rea l i t ies u n d e r l y i n g h e r s trategy use, I s h a l l p r o c e e d to g i v e a d e s c r i p t i o n of the 
l e a r n i n g context i n H o n g K o n g a n d the case s t u d y p a r t i c i p a n t ' s i n s t i t u t i o n a l 
set t ing. 
The Context and the Institutional Setting 
A l t h o u g h l e a r n i n g contexts o n the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d a n d i n H o n g K o n g are 
s i m i l a r o n m a n y c o u n t s , H o n g K o n g r e m a i n s a l i n g u i s t i c a l l y c o m p l e x context 
for m a n y , o n w h i c h there is n o d e a r t h of research (e.g. B e n s o n , 1997; B o l t o n & 
L i m , 2000; B o y l e , 1997; D a v i s o n & L a i , 2007; E v a n s , 2000; K e u n g , 2006; L a i , 
196 I n n o v a t i o n i n L a n g u a g e L e a r n i n g a n d T e a c h i n g 
2001; M o r r i s o n & L u i , 2000). A s i m p l i s t i c p o r t r a y a l of H o n g K o n g ' s l i n g u i s t i c 
l a n d s c a p e i n c l u d e s C a n t o n e s e , a l o c a l v e r s i o n o f C h i n e s e as the d o m i n a n t 
l a n g u a g e i n d a i l y l i fe a n d m o s t s o c i a l , c u l t u r a l a n d p o l i t i c a l occas ions a l t h o u g h 
H o n g K o n g w a s once a B r i t i s h c o l o n y a n d E n g l i s h is o n e of its o f f i c i a l 
l anguages . T h e E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e is w i d e l y u s e d i n the p r o f e s s i o n a l sectors a n d 
c o n s t a n t l y p r o m o t e d as a n i m p o r t a n t asset f o r i n d i v i d u a l s ' career a n d s o c i a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t as w e l l as a c r u c i a l m e a n s for H o n g K o n g to r e t a i n its 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l i m a g e . T h e status of P u t o n g h u a has been u n d e r g o i n g c h a n g e s 
after the h a n d o v e r i n 1997 (e.g. D a v i s o n & L a i , 2007; K e u n g , 2006). E s p e c i a l l y 
i n recent years , w h e n m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e travel lers are m o r e v i s i b l e i n H o n g 
K o n g a n d c o n t r i b u t e to H o n g K o n g ' s r e v i v i n g e c o n o m y , the l o c a l c o m m u n i t y 
h a s s tar ted a t t a c h i n g greater i m p o r t a n c e to P u t o n g h u a . 
T h e u n i v e r s i t y c o n c e r n e d i n the e n q u i r y , n a m e l y the U n i v e r s i t y of H o n g 
K o n g , has been o n e of the l e a d i n g E n g l i s h - m e d i u m u n i v e r s i t i e s i n the r e g i o n 
a n d a l so one of the m o s t p r e s t i g i o u s u n i v e r s i t i e s i n H o n g K o n g . H a v i n g s a i d 
th i s , C a n t o n e s e i s the m o s t d o m i n a n t l a n g u a g e o n the c a m p u s , i n s t u d e n t h a l l s , 
s t u d e n t g r o u p d i s c u s s i o n s a n d s o c i a l f u n c t i o n s . O n l y i n recent years have 
ter t iary i n s t i t u t i o n s i n H o n g K o n g started a c c e p t i n g s tudents f r o m the C h i n e s e 
m a i n l a n d i n l a r g e n u m b e r s ; a n d the U n i v e r s i t y of H o n g K o n g h a s a l r e a d y 
b e c o m e one of the m o s t p o p u l a r choices a m o n g m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s . In 
2006, over 10,230 a p p l i c a n t s r e p o r t e d l y a p p l i e d for 270 u n d e r g r a d u a t e places 
a l l o c a t e d to m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e a p p l i c a n t s b y the u n i v e r s i t y ( M i n g p a o , 2006a). 
T h e m a j o r i t y of these s tudents are e l i g i b l e for top u n i v e r s i t i e s o n the C h i n e s e 
m a i n l a n d . O n l y a s m a l l m i n o r i t y of m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s are ab le to 
speak C a n t o n e s e . T h e rest of t h e m , d e p e n d i n g o n t h e i r p r o v i n c e s o f o r i g i n , 
s p e a k v a r i o u s dia lec ts a n d share P u t o n g h u a as the c o m m o n dia lec t . T h e y , 
together w i t h o ther n o n - l o c a l s t u d e n t s , m a y o f t e n be i n d a n g e r of b e i n g 
e x c l u d e d f r o m l o c a l s t u d e n t s ' c o m m u n i t y because of the l a n g u a g e barr ier . T h e 
s i t u a t i o n is f u r t h e r c o m p l i c a t e d b y the fact that the E n g l i s h - m e d i u m u n i v e r s i t y 
r e q u i r e s a h i g h l e v e l of E n g l i s h p r o f i c i e n c y a m o n g their a p p l i c a n t s , w h i l e m o s t 
of the m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s , w h e n m a k i n g d e c i s i o n s a b o u t their ter t iary 
s t u d i e s i n H o n g K o n g , i n t e n d to use H o n g K o n g u n i v e r s i t i e s ' E n g l i s h - m e d i u m 
i n s t r u c t i o n a l e n v i r o n m e n t as a m e a n s to a c q u i r e better E n g l i s h c o m p e t e n c e 
(e.g. M i n g p a o , 2006b). T h e p r e v a l e n t use of C a n t o n e s e i n e v i t a b l y m a k e s i t 
d i f f i c u l t for those w h o w a n t to i m p r o v e t h e i r E n g l i s h to achieve their E n g l i s h 
l e a r n i n g objectives. 
T h e p r o b l e m s that m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s tudents e x p e r i e n c e d i n H o n g K o n g 
as d o c u m e n t e d i n the d a t a c o l l e c t i o n p r o c e s s a l so c h a l l e n g e a h o m o g e n o u s 
n o t i o n of C h i n e s e learners (e.g. C l a r k & G i e v e , 2006; G i e v e & C l a r k , 2005; 
K u m a r a v a d i v e l u , 2003; S t e p h e n s , 1997). A l t h o u g h m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s tudents 
share the s a m e e thnic a n d c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d as the l o c a l C h i n e s e p o p u l a t i o n 
i n H o n g K o n g , they have r e m a r k a b l y d i f f e re nt h i s t o r i c a l , p o l i t i c a l a n d s o c i a l 
exper iences . H o n g K o n g h a d b e e n a B r i t i s h c o l o n y for over 150 years before the 
h a n d o v e r i n 1997. W h e n m a i n l a n d C h i n a w a s s t i l l i n a state of p o l i t i c a l 
t u r m o i l , H o n g K o n g h a d a l r e a d y a c h i e v e d a n e n v i a b l e e c o n o m i c success i n the 
r e g i o n . A s u n f a m i l i a r s i b l i n g s to l o c a l s t u d e n t s , m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s tudents 
face the vestiges of a n ' o t h e r i n g ' process , i n w h i c h m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e are o f t e n 
p o r t r a y e d as u n c i v i l i s e d a n d c r u d e i n contrast to m o d e r n c o s m o p o l i t a n H o n g 
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K o n g p e o p l e l a r g e l y b a s e d o n these d i f ferences i n the t w o p e o p l e s ' e x p e r i e n c e s 
( H o et al, 2003; L i et al, 1995; M a & F u n g , 1999; S c h a c k & S c h a c k , 2005). T h e 
s o c i a l a t t i tudes t o w a r d s m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e m a y be c h a n g i n g d u e to the recent 
b o o m of t o u r i s t s f r o m the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d i n H o n g K o n g . T h e p r o c e s s to 
d i f ferent ia te ' u s - t h e m ' m a y be i n i t i a t e d o n the p a r t of m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e i n 
the i r e n c o u n t e r s of l o c a l p o p u l a t i o n i n H o n g K o n g , too. H o w e v e r , it is fa i r to 
say that these d i f f e rences o f t e n const i tute a s o c i a l w a l l b e t w e e n t w o p e o p l e 
s h a r i n g the s a m e e t h n i c o r i g i n (e.g. H o et al., 2003). 
The Study 
A l l the b i o g r a p h i c a l d a t a u s e d i n the p a p e r w e r e t a k e n f r o m a t w o - y e a r - l o n g 
l o n g i t u d i n a l s t u d y o n a g r o u p of m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s i n H o n g K o n g . 
T h e s t u d y is d i v i d e d i n t o three stages. I n the f i rs t s tage, I i n t e r v i e w e d 22 
m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s a b o u t t h e i r l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g exper iences o n the 
C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d . In the s e c o n d stage, I f o l l o w e d s ix s t u d e n t s , u s i n g a var ie ty 
o f m e a n s to co l lec t d a t a , i n c l u d i n g r e g u l a r c o n v e r s a t i o n s , s t rategy c h e c k l i s t , 
o b s e r v a t i o n , f i e l d notes a n d e m a i l c o r r e s p o n d e n c e . I n the t h i r d stage, 15 o u t of 
the 22 p a r t i c i p a n t s w h o w e r e i n t e r v i e w e d t w o years a g o w e r e i n t e r v i e w e d for 
the s e c o n d t i m e a b o u t their l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g e x p e r i e n c e s i n H o n g K o n g . 
T h i s p a p e r focuses o n one of the l o n g i t u d i n a l case s t u d y p a r t i c i p a n t s , g i v e n 
the p s e u d o n y m of A p r i l , a n d the e x p e r i e n t i a l data c o l l e c t e d t h r o u g h r e g u l a r 
c o n v e r s a t i o n s i n the s e c o n d research stage. A p r i l w a s a m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e 
s t u d e n t w h o c a m e to p u r s u e u n d e r g r a d u a t e s t u d i e s as a n E c o n o m i c s a n d 
F i n a n c e s t u d e n t . A n e a r l y i n t e r v i e w a b o u t h e r l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g e x p e r i e n c e s 
o n the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d c o n f i r m e d that she w a s a top s t u d e n t i n h e r 
s e c o n d a r y s c h o o l a n d s a w E n g l i s h c o m p e t e n c e as a n essent ia l c o m p o n e n t of 
h e r p e r s o n a l i d e n t i t y a n d a c r u c i a l asset to c l a i m respect f r o m other p e o p l e . 
T h i s e x p l a i n s w h y she a l w a y s a p p e a r e d to be h i g h l y m o t i v a t e d i n l e a r n i n g 
E n g l i s h , i n c o m p a r i s o n w i t h o ther case s t u d y p a r t i c i p a n t s i n the l o n g i t u d i n a l 
i n q u i r y . 
T o a n a l y s e a m a s s i v e a m o u n t of d a t a re la ted to A p r i l , I a d o p t e d a s y n t h e t i c 
a p p r o a c h ( C o l l e y & D i m e n t , 2001), i n w h i c h I c o n s t a n t l y r e a d t h r o u g h a l l the 
c o n v e r s a t i o n s u m m a r i e s a n d other d a t a to have a g l o b a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 
w h a t a c t u a l l y h a p p e n e d to A p r i l d u r i n g the t w o years . S u c h r e a d i n g s tar ted 
w h e n the d a t a c o l l e c t i o n b e g a n a n d s u b s e q u e n t l y i n f o r m e d the topics of o u r 
r e g u l a r c o n v e r s a t i o n s , t h r o u g h w h i c h s o m e of m y i n i t i a l f i n d i n g s w e r e 
c h e c k e d a n d c o n f i r m e d b y her. T h r o u g h a cons tant p r o c e s s of r e a d i n g a n d 
c h e c k i n g , a n o v e r v i e w of h e r e x p e r i e n t i a l accounts took shape a n d g r a d u a l l y 
s tar ted h a v i n g a p l o t o r the d e v e l o p m e n t of s o m e major themes , w h i c h e n a b l e d 
m e to i m p o s e s o m e s t r u c t u r e i n the a c c o u n t c o n t a i n e d i n this p a p e r after 
the p l o t w a s v e r i f i e d b y the p a r t i c i p a n t hersel f . D r a w i n g o n s u c h a 
c o l l a b o r a t i v e research process , the s t r u c t u r e d a c c o u n t i n the p a p e r i n t e n d s to 
a n s w e r the q u e s t i o n of h o w the i n f o r m a n t ' s s t rategy use, w h i c h is i n d i c a t i v e of 
h e r a g e n c y i n l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g , w a s b o t h c o n s t r a i n e d a n d e n g e n d e r e d b y 
l i n g u i s t i c a n d s o c i a l c o m p l e x i t i e s i n the l e a r n i n g context . A l l the quotes i n the 
p a p e r w e r e E n g l i s h i n the o r i g i n a l . 
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Biographical Episodes 
T h e i n f o r m a n t ' s t w o y e a r s ' l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g e x p e r i e n c e s i n H o n g K o n g 
w e r e i n t e r t w i n e d w i t h her pers i s tent search for m o r e l e a r n i n g o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
a n d r e g u l a r setbacks f r u s t r a t i n g h e r strategic moves . She h a d a p p a r e n t l y 
m a n a g e d h e r s o c i a l i s a t i o n w i t h l o c a l s t u d e n t s q u i t e w e l l , w h i c h h e l p e d create 
a fac i l i ta t ive l e a r n i n g e n v i r o n m e n t f o r h e r E n g l i s h a n d C a n t o n e s e l e a r n i n g . 
A t the s a m e t ime, a g r a d u a l process o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l d i s t a n c i n g f r o m l o c a l 
s tudents c a n a lso be seen i n h e r e x p e r i e n t i a l a c c o u n t s , as she p r o g r e s s i v e l y 
m o v e d c loser to the m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s a n d w a s s o c i a l i s e d in to 
d i f f e rent pa t te rns of s trategy use . T h e selected b i o g r a p h i c a l e p i s o d e s are 
i n t e n d e d to i l lus t ra te these c o n t r a d i c t o r y processes a n d reveal the i n t e r p l a y 
b e t w e e n the i n f o r m a n t ' s a g e n c y a n d the context u n d e r l y i n g these processes 
a n d changes i n h e r s trategy use. 
Episode 1: Whenever they could speak Cantonese, they would speak 
Cantonese! 
T h e data i n d i c a t e that A p r i l , l i k e o ther p a r t i c i p a n t s i n the s t u d y , b e l i e v e d 
that the u n i v e r s i t y p r o v i d e d a better l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g e n v i r o n m e n t t h a n 
i n s t i t u t i o n s o n the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d . A s a resu l t , h e r s trategy use i n l e a r n i n g 
E n g l i s h w a s g r e a t l y fac i l i ta ted b y the n e w e n v i r o n m e n t . T h e u n i v e r s i t y attracts 
m o r e i n t e r n a t i o n a l s t u d e n t s a n d loca l s t u d e n t s w i t h h i g h E n g l i s h p r o f i c i e n c y 
t h a n other loca l u n i v e r s i t i e s i n H o n g K o n g . Tt a lso recru i t s h i g h - c a l i b r e 
m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s tudents w h o s e E n g l i s h is l i k e l y to be m o r e p r o f i c i e n t 
t h a n the i r c o u n t e r p a r t s o n the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d . In o ther w o r d s , there w e r e 
m a n y m a t e r i a l resources a n d p r o f i c i e n t E n g l i s h users ( soc ia l resources) 
avai lable to s u p p o r t A p r i l ' s E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g . O u r r e g u l a r c o n v e r s a -
t i o n s u m m a r i e s s h o w that , s t a r t i n g f r o m h e r a r r i v a l i n H o n g K o n g , A p r i l h a d 
b e e n ac t ive ly u s i n g these resources to i m p r o v e h e r E n g l i s h as w e l l as her 
C a n t o n e s e . In the case of l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h , the c o m p a r i s o n o f t w o strategy use 
check l i s t s c o m p l e t e d b y h e r i n the f i r s t a n d s e c o n d semesters reveals that she 
p r o g r e s s i v e l y a d o p t e d a greater var ie ty of strategic b e h a v i o u r to increase h e r 
e x p o s u r e to E n g l i s h a n d to use E n g l i s h i n H o n g K o n g . I n h e r first semester at 
the un ivers i ty , she r e g u l a r l y l i s t e n e d to E n g l i s h r a d i o or w a t c h e d E n g l i s h T V 
p r o g r a m m e s ; she a lso e s t a b l i s h e d a n E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g p a r t n e r s h i p w i t h 
a n o t h e r m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t ; she t r i e d to i m p l e m e n t a r u l e to e n s u r e 
that she w o u l d use E n g l i s h for a l l a c a d e m i c mat ters i n c l u d i n g d i s c u s s i o n s a n d 
tu tor ia l s , w h e r e s tudents eas i ly l a p s e d i n t o C a n t o n e s e a n d e v e n P u t o n g h u a . 
A p a r t f r o m these strategic m o v e s , she i n v e s t e d h e r t i m e a n d e n e r g y i n m a k i n g 
f r i e n d s a n d s o c i a l i s i n g w i t h l o c a l s t u d e n t s at h e r h a l l a n d i n h e r facul ty , w h i c h 
c o n t r i b u t e d to her e x p a n d e d access to l o c a l s t u d e n t s ' g r o u p s a n d C a n t o n e s e 
c o m p e t e n c e a n d h e r i n c r e a s e d s o c i a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s for u s i n g E n g l i s h . F a r m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t l y , i t gave h e r a sense o f b e l o n g i n g i n the s t u d e n t c o m m u n i t y . In the 
f o l l o w i n g i n t e r v i e w extract , she descr ibes h o w she started a l a n g u a g e 
e x c h a n g e p a r t n e r s h i p w i t h a l o c a l s t u d e n t w h i c h e v o l v e d in to a s c h e m e 
i n v o l v i n g three l a n g u a g e s . 
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Extrac t 1: 
O n e day , I got a message f r o m a n A r t s s t u d e n t , a g i r l . She s a i d that she 
w a s in teres ted i n l e a r n i n g P u t o n g h u a . She a s k e d m e w h e t h e r I w a s 
in teres ted i n l a n g u a g e exchange w i t h her. A t that t i m e , m y C a n t o n e s e 
w a s p o o r . So I a g r e e d . F o r the first t i m e m e e t i n g , b o t h of u s t a l k e d i n 
P u t o n g h u a b e c a u s e I c o u l d n o t express m y s e l f i n C a n t o n e s e . L a s t n i g h t , 
b o t h of us w e r e s p e a k i n g i n C a n t o n e s e ( laughter ) . D o y o u th ink i t f u n n y ? 
H o n g K o n g p e o p l e c o u l d n o t c h a n g e their h u m a n n a t u r e . W h e n e v e r they 
c o u l d s p e a k C a n t o n e s e , they w o u l d speak C a n t o n e s e . Because her 
P u t o n g h u a w a s n o t too g o o d , s o m e t i m e s she w o u l d use a lo t of E n g l i s h 
to e x p l a i n herself . O n c e she started s p e a k i n g E n g l i s h to m e , J w o u l d 
s w i t c h to E n g l i s h . B u t w h e n she s w i t c h e d back to P u t o n g h u a , I w o u l d 
try to s p e a k i n C a n t o n e s e . If I f a i l e d i n m y at tempt , I w o u l d use 
P u t o n g h u a . It w a s just l ike that. In the b e g i n n i n g , I w o u l d ask h e r a b o u t 
b a s i c t e r m s i n C a n t o n e s e . I n the m i d d l e , w e s p o k e m o r e E n g l i s h because 
she f o u n d m y E n g l i s h w a s g o o d . So she w a s in teres ted i n p r a c t i s i n g 
E n g l i s h w i t h m e . In the e n d , b o t h o f u s s w i t c h e d to C a n t o n e s e . I t h i n k 
that it is f u n n y . T h e y c o u l d n o t c h a n g e their h u m a n n a t u r e of s p e a k i n g 
C a n t o n e s e . (3 S e p t e m b e r 2004) 
T h e e p i s o d e sheds l i g h t o n A p r i l ' s readiness to create a l ternat ive w a y s of 
l e a r n i n g a n d e m b r a c e p o s s i b l e l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g o p p o r t u n i t i e s a r i s i n g f r o m 
h e r e x c h a n g e s w i t h loca l s tudents . It a lso reveals the l i n g u i s t i c c o m p l e x i t y that 
A p r i l h a d to c o p e w i t h to m a x i m i s e the d e v e l o p m e n t of h e r C a n t o n e s e a n d 
E n g l i s h c o m p e t e n c e . A s she s k i l f u l l y m a n o e u v r e d the l a n g u a g e e x c h a n g e 
s c h e m e to benef i t her C a n t o n e s e a n d E n g l i s h l e a r n i n g , she a lso h a d to a v o i d a 
c o m m o n p h e n o m e n o n s h a r e d b y m a n y m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s , that i s , 
their o p p o r t u n i t i e s to use E n g l i s h s i g n i f i c a n t l y d e c r e a s e d w h e n they w e r e 
i d e n t i f i e d as able speakers o f C a n t o n e s e . T h e r e f o r e , i t b e c a m e a s trategic m o v e 
for A p r i l to use the e v o l v i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s a m o n g three l a n g u a g e s (Cantonese , 
E n g l i s h a n d P u t o n g h u a ) in the w i d e r s o c i a l context for h e r o w n benef i t . S u c h 
strategic efforts r e v e a l e d h e r a g e n c y i n t a k i n g c o n t r o l of h e r o w n l a n g u a g e 
l e a r n i n g a n d p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n the l o c a l s t u d e n t s ' c o m m u n i t y ( N o r t o n & Toohey , 
2001), b u t the i m p a c t of l i n g u i s t i c c o m p l e x i t y i n the l e a r n i n g context is also 
m a n i f e s t i n her a c c o u n t . 
Episode 2: Making friends with individuals does not make me accepted 
by the community 
I n spi te o f A p r i l ' s act ive s trategy use to carve out a favourable n i c h e for h e r 
l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g , the c o m p l i c a t e d l e a r n i n g context c o n s t r a i n e d h e r s trategy 
use i n a c q u i r i n g l i n g u i s t i c c o m p e t e n c e a n d s t r i v i n g for h e r acceptance i n the 
l e a r n i n g c o m m u n i t y . A l t h o u g h the e a r l y c o n v e r s a t i o n s u m m a r i e s i n d i c a t e that 
h e r i n t e g r a t i o n i n t o the s t u d e n t s ' c o m m u n i t y w a s q u i t e s u c c e s s f u l , the d a t a 
a lso r e c o r d e d a process of a l i e n a t i o n f r o m l o c a l s tudents i n h e r exper iences , i n 
w h i c h she felt that the d i f ferences she h a d w i t h l o c a l s tudents g r a d u a l l y 
b e c a m e m o r e , n o t less, a p p a r e n t i n o n g o i n g s o c i a l exchanges . C o n s e q u e n t l y , 
she a l s o felt that she w a s p r e v e n t e d f r o m p a r t i c i p a t i n g f u l l y i n s t u d e n t 
c o m m u n i t y l i fe . 
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It is character is t ic of m a n y h i g h l y m o t i v a t e d m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s i n 
H o n g K o n g that they are a l w a y s a n x i o u s to p r o v e themselves c o m p e t e n t 
m e m b e r s of the c o m m u n i t y . O n e w a y for t h e m to achieve this i s , i n a d d i t i o n to 
h a v i n g g o o d a c a d e m i c resul ts , to p a r t i c i p a t e i n n u m e r o u s s t u d e n t c o m p e t i -
t ions . In t w o years , A p r i l m a d e a f e w u n s u c c e s s f u l a t tempts to p a r t i c i p a t e i n 
s t u d e n t c o m p e t i t i o n s . T h e p a r t i c u l a r s t u d e n t c o m p e t i t i o n i n this e p i s o d e , a 
s t u d e n t p r o p o s a l c o m p e t i t i o n , w h i c h t o o k p l a c e three m o n t h s after h e r a r r i v a l , 
a lso f u n c t i o n e d as a n incent ive for h e r to prac t i se E n g l i s h i n t e n s i v e l y as the 
c o m p e t i t i o n w a s o r g a n i s e d b y a l o c a l b r a n c h of a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l s t u d e n t 
o r g a n i s a t i o n . H o w e v e r , a c c o r d i n g to A p r i l , o n the f i r s t - r o u n d p r o p o s a l - m a k i n g 
day, she d i s a p p o i n t e d l y f o u n d that C a n t o n e s e w a s the d o m i n a n t l a n g u a g e i n 
sp i te of the i n t e r n a t i o n a l p r o f i l e c l a i m e d b y the c o m p e t i t i o n o r g a n i s e r s because 
m o s t p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e loca l s t u d e n t s . T h e c o m p e t i t i o n process gave r ise to the 
f i rs t s i g n i f i c a n t c l a s h r e c o r d e d i n the d a t a b e t w e e n A p r i l ' s s o c i o c u l t u r a l 
b a c k g r o u n d a n d the l o c a l s t u d e n t s . T h e c o m p e t i t i o n r e q u i r e d a l l the 
p a r t i c i p a n t s to w o r k i n a g r o u p a n d d i s c u s s the a s s i g n e d r e a d i n g m a t e r i a l s 
f o r m a k i n g p r o p o s a l s . A p r i l i n t e n d e d to m a k e a p r o p o s a l that s o m e h o w l i n k e d 
the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d a n d H o n g K o n g b u t l o c a l p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e m o r e 
in teres ted i n p r o p o s i n g t o p i c s l i k e c o r p o r a t e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , to w h i c h she 
a t tached l i t t le s i g n i f i c a n c e . I n the e n d , w h e n the g r o u p v o t e d for the p r o p o s a l 
to be a d o p t e d , h e r p r o p o s a l w a s t u r n e d d o w n ; it o n l y o b t a i n e d three votes 
f r o m m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e p a r t i c i p a n t s , i n c l u d i n g hersel f , a n d n o l o c a l p a r t i c i -
p a n t s s u p p o r t e d h e r p r o p o s a l . T h i s r e s u l t w a s c e r t a i n l y d i s a p p o i n t i n g for 
A p r i l b u t the i m p l i c a t i o n s w e r e e v e n m o r e s e r i o u s . T h e re ject ion, a l o n g w i t h 
d a i l y e x p e r i e n c e s of ' u s - o t h e r ' d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i n the m e d i a a n d s o c i a l 
exchanges ( H o et ah, 2003; L i et a t , 1995; M a & F u n g , 1999; Schack & S c h a c k , 
2005) m a d e h e r suspec t that her p r o p o s a l w a s n o t treated f a i r l y because i t w a s 
a b o u t the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d . 
Ex t rac t 2: 
I w o u l d l i k e to ta lk about m a i n l a n d [ . . . ] . It c rea ted p r o b l e m s f o r m e 
because s o m e t i m e s I h a d to be j u d g e d b y a g r o u p of l o c a l s t u d e n t s . T h e y 
w o u l d t h i n k y o u o d d , v e r y o d d , ta lk d i f ferent ly . W h e n their c u l t u r e a n d 
va lues are n o t there, they t h i n k that y o u are n o t o n e of t h e m . [. . .] 
M a y b e , w e have d i f f e rent c o n c e r n s a n d c u l t u r a l va lues . I feel that I a m 
not one of t h e m . M a y b e i n the v e r y b e g i n n i n g , I felt that I w a s l u c k y that 
I a m n o t one of t h e m b e c a u s e I have d i f f e r e n t o p i n i o n s . I t h i n k that I m a y 
h e l p to c h a n g e , w e l l , s h o w t h e m that there are d i f f e re nt w a y s of 
t h i n k i n g . B u t n o w I feel that I c o u l d n o t n o m a t t e r h o w h a r d I t r i e d 
b e c a u s e i t w a s too d i f f i c u l t . (15 N o v e m b e r 2004) 
T h i s i n c i d e n t , together w i t h o thers , lef t A p r i l w i t h the i m p r e s s i o n that she 
c o u l d s p e a k b u t w a s c o n s t a n t l y n o t h e a r d i n the s t u d e n t c o m m u n i t y . It w a s 
f r o m s u c h s o c i a l i s a t i o n e x p e r i e n c e s that she d i s c o v e r e d the i n s u r m o u n t a b l e 
w a l l b e t w e e n h e r a n d the c o m m u n i t y a n d the d i f f i c u l t y i n s e c u r i n g a r o l e i n 
the l o c a l c o m m u n i t y . She r e a l i s e d that there w e r e m o r e t h a n l i n g u i s t i c b a r r i e r s 
for h e r to o v e r c o m e i n H o n g K o n g ; the c u l t u r a l g a p a l so p r e v e n t e d h e r f r o m 
b e c o m i n g a f u l l y p a r t i c i p a t o r y m e m b e r i n the s t u d e n t s ' c o m m u n i t y regard less 
of h e r shared c u l t u r a l her i tage a n d e thnic b a c k g r o u n d w i t h l o c a l s t u d e n t s . 
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A f t e r the c o m p e t i t i o n , she d i d n o t g i v e u p h e r use of s o c i a l strategies w i t h l o c a l 
s t u d e n t s to i m p r o v e h e r E n g l i s h a n d C a n t o n e s e ent i re ly . H o w e v e r , the d a t a d o 
s h o w that the i n c i d e n t h a d a negat ive i m p a c t o n h e r sense of b e l o n g i n g to the 
c o m m u n i t y a n d use of soc ia l strategies i n l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g . I n p r e v i o u s 
conversa t ions , she h a d a l r e a d y c o m p l a i n e d that h e r ins i s tence o n u s i n g 
E n g l i s h a l o n e p u t h e r at r i s k of b e i n g d i s t a n c e d b y other P u t o n g h u a - s p e a k i n g 
m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s , l e a d i n g to o c c a s i o n a l fee l ings of i s o l a t i o n . A f t e r 
th is i n c i d e n t , she m e n t i o n e d m o r e f r e q u e n t l y h e r m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e f r i e n d s i n 
h e r conversa t ions a n d e v e n t u a l l y after s ix m o n t h s i n H o n g K o n g , she f o u n d 
herse l f u s i n g m o r e P u t o n g h u a a n d less C a n t o n e s e a n d E n g l i s h . 
Ex t rac t 3: 
I s p e a k m o r e a n d m o r e P u t o n g h u a n o w . N o w s o m e p e o p l e a p p r o a c h e d , 
H o n g K o n g p e o p l e , I w i l l say P u t o n g h u a to t h e m s o m e t i m e s . I w i l l n o t 
say C a n t o n e s e to t h e m . I d o n o t k n o w w h y . E v e n m y p r o f e s s o r h a n d e d 
m e h a n d o u t , I w i l l say ' x i e x i e ' e v e n t h o u g h I k n o w h o w to s p e a k 
C a n t o n e s e . (9 M a r c h 2005) 
A s she s tar ted a p p r e c i a t i n g the fact that she s h a r e d m o r e w i t h o ther m a i n l a n d 
C h i n e s e s tudents , h e r s t ra tegy use i n l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h b e g a n to d i s p l a y m o r e 
i n f l u e n c e s f r o m h e r m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e peers . 
Episode 3: I need my own voice in learning! 
A l t h o u g h h e r u n s a t i s f a c t o r y p a r t i c i p a t i o n exper iences i n the l o c a l s t u d e n t s ' 
c o m m u n i t i e s d i s c o u r a g e d h e r active use of s o c i a l l e a r n i n g strategies , the d a t a 
reveal that A p r i l a t t e m p t e d to r e g a i n m o m e n t u m i n l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h b y 
e x p a n d i n g h e r v o c a b u l a r y after she f o u n d herse l f u s i n g m o r e P u t o n g h u a a n d 
less E n g l i s h . A s she spent m o r e t i m e i n t e r a c t i n g w i t h h e r m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e 
peers , she a lso f o u n d that she w a s e x p o s e d to a p o p u l a r d i s c o u r s e a m o n g 
t h e m , w h i c h v i e w s a c h i e v i n g h i g h a c a d e m i c resul ts , r e c e i v i n g a d o c t o r a l 
s c h o l a r s h i p f r o m a n A m e r i c a n u n i v e r s i t y o r g e t t i n g a job offer f r o m a 
p r e s t i g i o u s c o m p a n y i n H o n g K o n g as the p i n n a c l e o f success for a m a i n l a n d 
C h i n e s e s t u d e n t at the u n i v e r s i t y . She s a w that m a n y o f h e r m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e 
f r i e n d s w e r e m o t i v a t e d b y s u c h v i s i o n s b y m a k i n g s t r e n u o u s efforts to 
m e m o r i s e w o r d s i n the G r a d u a t e R e c o r d E x a m ( G R E ) v o c a b u l a r y l is t . T h i s 
w a s w i d e l y r e g a r d e d as a n i m p o r t a n t p a r t of the p r e p a r a t i o n for the G R E e x a m 
a m o n g those w h o w i s h e d to a p p l y for g r a d u a t e s tudies i n N o r t h A m e r i c a n 
univers i t i e s . She a l s o n o t e d that m a n y other m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s tudents felt 
c o m p e l l e d to d o so w i t h o u t a c t u a l l y b e l i e v i n g i n its l o n g - t e r m i m p a c t o n the i r 
a c q u i s i t i o n o f l i n g u i s t i c c o m p e t e n c e . Yet they t r i e d to m e m o r i s e three sub- l i s t s 
of n e w w o r d s i n the v o c a b u l a r y l is t a n d r e v i e w a l l the sub- l i s ts they h a d 
m e m o r i s e d e a r l y every d a y u n t i l they h a d r e v i e w e d the s a m e w o r d seven 
t imes . T h e m o s t p o p u l a r v o c a b u l a r y b o o k h a d 51 s u b - l i s t s (6000 w o r d s i n total) 
a n d i n t h e o r y took 17 d a y s o f c o n c e n t r a t e d ef for t to m e m o r i s e . T h i s w a s 
o b v i o u s l y a d a u n t i n g l e a r n i n g task. N e v e r t h e l e s s , e v e n t h o u g h A p r i l herse l f 
once de tes ted rote m e m o r i s a t i o n a n d sys temat ic r e v i e w i n g of v o c a b u l a r y , she 
f o u n d i t n e c e s s a r y to s p e n d a great d e a l of t i m e m e m o r i s i n g a n d r e v i e w i n g the 
G R E w o r d l i s t s to a c q u i r e m o r e v o c a b u l a r y a n d she m o d i f i e d the p o p u l a r 
m e m o r i s a t i o n a p p r o a c h to s u i t h e r needs . 
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E x t r a c t 4 : 
I c o u l d n o t d o i t m y s e l f . It w a s ter r ib le . B u t I d e c i d e d to r e v i e w t w o l ists a 
w e e k , after a semester , I c a n f i n i s h forty l ists . F r o m the b e g i n n i n g o f the 
semester, I have c o m p l e t e d 8 l is ts . It is n o t that b a d . T h e p r o b l e m is 
w h e t h e r I w i l l pers i s t . I t h i n k that m y w a y is m u c h better. B e c a u s e i n the 
17-days w a y , p e o p l e just l o o k at o r stare at the w o r d s , they d o n o t 
k n o w h o w to r e a d , they d o n o t k n o w h o w to use. T h e y d o not care. 
(21 S e p t e m b e r 2005) 
W h i l e her d e c i s i o n to m e m o r i s e G R E w o r d l i s t s w a s i n f l u e n c e d b y her 
m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e peers , the data sugges t that she u n d e r s t o o d the i m p o r t a n c e 
of h a v i n g a l a r g e v o c a b u l a r y a n d w a s a w a r e of the necess i ty o f p r o v i d i n g her 
o w n reasons for th i s m e m o r i s a t i o n effort . O t h e r w i s e , she felt that it w a s 
e x t r e m e l y d i f f i c u l t for her to c o n t i n u e m e m o r i s i n g w o r d s ( in Ex t rac t 4). 
H o w e v e r , she c o u l d not f i n d m e a n i n g s a n d d i s c o u r s e s that c o u l d m o t i v a t e her 
l e a r n i n g efforts a m o n g h e r m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e peers . T h e p o p u l a r reasons 
a m o n g other m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s tudents at the u n i v e r s i t y for s p e n d i n g t i m e 
m e m o r i s i n g w o r d s w e r e assoc ia ted w i t h the uncer ta in t i es that they b e g a n to 
foresee u p o n g r a d u a t i o n . A l t h o u g h m a n y of t h e m i n i t i a l l y i n t e n d e d to seek 
e m p l o y m e n t i n H o n g K o n g , they b e g a n to s e r i o u s l y c o n s i d e r p r e p a r i n g for 
u n d e r t a k i n g p o s t g r a d u a t e s t u d i e s e l s e w h e r e — p l a n B - as the l i n g u i s t i c a n d 
s o c i o c u l t u r a l d i f ferences they h a d w i t h l o c a l s tudents a d d e d to their i n s e c u r i t y 
a n d u n c e r t a i n t y as n o n - l o c a l r e s i d e n t s i n H o n g K o n g . I n a d d i t i o n , there w e r e 
s o m e m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s w h o r e g a r d e d H o n g K o n g ' s E n g l i s h -
m e d i u m t e r t i a r y e d u c a t i o n as a s t e p p i n g s tone for t h e m to p u r s u e p o s t -
g r a d u a t e s tudies i n c o u n t r i e s l i k e the U S A a n d G r e a t B r i t a i n . A l t h o u g h she 
p r o b a b l y s h a r e d s o m e of these m o t i v e s , she d i d n o t f i n d the i m a g e of 
s u c c e s s f u l s tudents i n the d o m i n a n t d i s c o u r s e of success a m o n g her m a i n l a n d 
peers i n s p i r i n g a n d w a n t e d to have her o w n vo ice i n l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h . In o ther 
w o r d s , she s o u g h t to be d i f f e r e n t a n d to take a n a l ternat ive p a t h . 
Ex t rac t 5: 
T h e r e is a l w a y s a vo ice i n s i d e m e , t e l l i n g m e to c o m e b a c k to C h i n a . B u t 
after I c a m e to H o n g K o n g , e v e r y b o d y is t a l k i n g a b o u t g o i n g a b r o a d , 
g o i n g overseas, P h D , f i n d i n g a g o o d job, s t a y i n g i n H o n g K o n g , m a k i n g a 
lo t of m o n e y . M y o w n voice is b e c o m i n g less a n d less a u d i b l e . I cannot s a y 
it. I n e e d to have m y o w n voice . [. . . ] N o w because I f o u n d s t u d y i n g 
E n g l i s h , if y o u have s o m e g o o d k n o w l e d g e of E n g l i s h , i t r e a l l y m e a n s 
s o m e t h i n g , [...] i f I have a g o o d k n o w l e d g e of E n g l i s h , if I go b a c k , it is 
O K just for m e to be a n E n g l i s h teacher, it does n o t matter . [.. . j E v e n if 
I d o n o t have to be a P h D , I c a n s t i l l h e l p other p e o p l e . (21 S e p t e m b e r 2005) 
In a series of c o n v e r s a t i o n s , she r e c o u n t e d h o w she f o u n d n e w m e a n i n g s i n 
l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h after b e c o m i n g a f a n of a n a t i o n w i d e Super G i r l c o m p e t i t i o n 
w i n n e r i n the s u m m e r of 2005. T h e Super G i r l c o m p e t i t i o n is l i k e a C h i n e s e 
v e r s i o n of A m e r i c a n I d o l e x c e p t that a l l the contestants are f e m a l e (Jacks, 2005; 
K e a n e , 2006). T h e w i n n e r i n 2005 w a s a p e c u l i a r c u l t u r a l i c o n e lec ted b y 
m i l l i o n s of y o u n g C h i n e s e t h r o u g h t e x t - m e s s a g i n g , w h o possesses ' a t t i t u d e , 
o r i g i n a l i t y a n d a p r o u d a n d r o g y n y that d e f i e d C h i n e s e n o r m s ' (Jacks, 2005). 
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T h e message m e d i a t e d t h r o u g h this c u l t u r a l i c o n to her as w e l l as t h o u s a n d s of 
fans w a s clear, that is , i t is w o n d e r f u l to be d i f ferent . 
Ex t rac t 6; 
M a y b e i n the b o t t o m of m y heart , I fee l that I w a s a l i t t le b i t l i k e L i Y u 
C h u n , w h e n I w a s i n h i g h s c h o o l . If I d i d s o m e t h i n g l i k e her, it w o u l d be 
perfect . If I w a s a L i Y u C h u n , [.. . ] I w i l l n o t d o w h a t I a m d o i n g n o w . 
I a m n o t d r e a m i n g a star l i fe . N o w she is a superstar . B u t before that, 
she w a s just a c o m m o n g i r l l i k e e v e r y b o d y . A c o m m o n g i r l . B u t I d i d 
n o t choose to be l i k e her . I f o c u s e d o n m y a c a d e m i c s tudies i n s t e a d . 
(21 S e p t e m b e r 2005) 
A s A p r i l f o u n d that h e r i d o l c o u l d n o t p r o n o u n c e E n g l i s h w o r d s p r o p e r l y i n 
the contest , she d e c i d e d to w r i t e a letter t e l l i n g h e r h o w to p r o n o u n c e t h e m 
p r o p e r l y . I n r e t u r n , she rece ived a p h o t o w i t h h e r i d o l ' s s i g n a t u r e . A n 
a p p a r e n t l y i n s i g n i f i c a n t i n c i d e n t e m p o w e r e d h e r w i t h her o w n vo ice i n 
l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h as she b e c a m e a w a r e that h e r E n g l i s h c o m p e t e n c e c o u l d be 
t r u l y m e a n i n g f u l to h e r even if she r e t u r n e d to the C h i n e s e m a i n l a n d . A s a 
resul t , she r e a l i s e d that l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h c o u l d have m a n y other m e a n i n g s a n d 
she d i d n o t have to d e f i n e its m e a n i n g as s o m e t h i n g l i k e r e c e i v i n g a g o o d job 
offer i n H o n g K o n g or d o i n g d o c t o r a l s t u d i e s i n the U S A , as d i d m a n y 
m a i n l a n d C h i n e s e s t u d e n t s . 
S u c h re f lec t ions gave h e r a sense of o w n e r s h i p i n h e r l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g , 
w h i c h m a d e m e m o r i s a t i o n efforts m u c h m o r e p l e a s a n t a n d en joyable for her. 
T h e w h o l e e p i s o d e s h o w e d that A p r i l , as a s o c i a l agent , c o u l d r e f l e x i v e l y a n d 
p u r p o s e f u l l y t r a n s f o r m a series of s t r e n u o u s efforts i n t o s o m e t h i n g m e a n -
i n g f u l to p u r s u e h e r i d e a l i s e d l i fe a n d s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , b y d r a w i n g 
i n s p i r a t i o n f r o m h e r o w n l i fe exper iences . H o w e v e r , th i s d o e s not negate the 
fact that A p r i l a d o p t e d m e m o r i s a t i o n strategies because she w a s a l m o s t 
o b l i g e d to d o so b y peers f r o m h e r soc ia l g r o u p a n d the s i t u a t i o n she f o u n d 
herse l f i n after d i s c o v e r i n g the e n d u r i n g g a p b e t w e e n l o c a l s t u d e n t s a n d 
herself . T h u s , regardless of h e r d i s c u r s i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n , h e r s trategy use w a s a 
p r o d u c t o f the i n t e r p l a y b e t w e e n her a g e n c y a n d c o n t e x t u a l rea l i t ies , b o t h 
h a v i n g i n f l u e n c e d h e r l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g a n d s trategy use . 
Conclusions 
T h i s p a p e r h a s d o c u m e n t e d three e p i s o d e s f r o m A p r i l ' s b i o g r a p h i c a l 
exper iences a n d d e m o n s t r a t e d the i n t e r p l a y b e t w e e n h e r a g e n c y a n d 
c o n t e x t u a l rea l i t ies i n h e r s trategy use. W h i l e A p r i l w a s a n act ive soc ia l agent 
t r y i n g to use v a r i o u s m a t e r i a l a n d s o c i a l resources to create a better l e a r n i n g 
e n v i r o n m e n t a n d e n s u r e h e r l e a r n i n g a c h i e v e m e n t s , h e r s trategy use w a s b o t h 
fac i l i ta ted a n d c o n s t r a i n e d b y the c o n t e x t u a l rea l i t ies , w h i c h are anter ior to her 
l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g a n d re la t ive ly e n d u r i n g regard less of the i n f o r m a n t ' s efforts 
to create a s u p p o r t i v e l e a r n i n g space ( L a y d e r , 1990; Sealey & Car ter , 2004). 
A case s t u d y is o b v i o u s l y l i m i t e d i n its c a p a c i t y for g e n e r a l i s a t i o n , b u t it h a s 
d e m o n s t r a t e d that l e a r n e r s ' b i o g r a p h i c a l exper iences c o u l d be a n i m p o r t a n t 
avenue for u s to u n d e r s t a n d l e a r n e r s ' s t rategy use as a c o m p l i c a t e d 
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p h e n o m e n o n r e v e a l i n g the i n t e r p l a y b e t w e e n l e a r n e r s ' a g e n c y a n d context . A n 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the i n t e r p l a y of c o n t e x t (structure) a n d a g e n c y i n l e a r n e r s ' 
s trategic efforts w i l l h e l p us a p p r e c i a t e the c o m p l e x i t y of l e a r n e r s ' s trategy use 
a n d i n f o r m l a n g u a g e teachers ' e f forts to d e v e l o p l e a r n e r s ' c a p a c i t y to c o n t r o l 
their l e a r n i n g as t h o u s a n d s of s t u d e n t s m o v e d across b o r d e r s . These s t u d e n t s , 
u n l i k e i m m i g r a n t s , d u r i n g the l i m i t e d t i m e of the i r a c a d e m i c t o u r s a b r o a d , 
m a y n o t be w e l l i n t e g r a t e d i n t o their r e c e i v i n g c o m m u n i t i e s . M a n y of t h e m 
m a y not even have the w i s h to be m e m b e r s o f their host c o m m u n i t i e s . F o r 
these s t u d e n t s , o u r d e v e l o p m e n t ef forts s h o u l d n o t be l i m i t e d to their 
m e t a c o g n i t i v e k n o w l e d g e or s e l f - r e g u l a t o r y c a p a c i t y (e.g. P a l f r e y m a n , 2003). 
To e m p o w e r t h e m , w e s h o u l d a l so foster their c u l t u r a l a n d m i c r o p o l i t i c a l 
l i teracy, w h i c h w i l l h e l p t h e m i d e n t i f y the p o w e r f u l r e l a t i o n s h i p s a m o n g 
d i f f e rent s o c i a l g r o u p s i n the h o s t c o m m u n i t i e s a n d ut i l i se these r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
to create a m o r e fac i l i ta t ive l a n g u a g e l e a r n i n g space for t h e i r s trategy use a n d 
l i n g u i s t i c g r o w t h ( N o r t o n & Toohey , 2001; P a l f r e y m a n , 2003). F a r m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t l y , o u r ef forts s h o u l d a lso a i m at s t r e n g t h e n i n g the i r capac i ty to 
c o p e w i t h o n g o i n g d i f f e rences b e t w e e n t h e m a n d the i r hos ts ra ther t h a n 
f o c u s i n g o n h o w to integrate t h e m as f u l l m e m b e r s i n t o the i r host c o m m u -
ni t ies , w h i c h seems to be m o r e rea l i s t ic . S u c h d e v e l o p m e n t efforts m a y start 
w i t h a c r i t i c a l a n a l y s i s of the ' u s - t h e m ' d i s c o u r s e s or other a w a r e n e s s - r a i s i n g 
act ivi t ies . Because i t o f t e n takes a l o n g t i m e a n d m a n y i m p o r t a n t l i fe 
exper iences for these messages to be i n t e r n a l i s e d b y learners , it w i l l benef i t 
learners if they c a n be e x p o s e d to s trategic , c u l t u r a l a n d m i c r o p o l i t i c a l l i teracy 
d e v e l o p m e n t efforts m u c h ear l i e r t h a n the i r a c t u a l e n t r y to their hos t 
c o m m u n i t i e s . A l t e r n a t i v e l y , i t r e q u i r e s a s u b s t a n t i a l a m o u n t o f resources to 
p r o v i d e o n g o i n g c o n s u l t a t i o n a n d s u p p o r t to l earners w h o fee l m o t i v a t e d to 
a c q u i r e l i n g u i s t i c c o m p e t e n c e b u t f r u s t r a t e d b y the c o n t e x t u a l real i t ies . 
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